T his chapter can only offer some hints on the cultural background and the perception of pain in Late Imperial China, and will limit its scope to an analysis of the main terms used for physical suffering and pain, presenting some examples in order to better understand how pain is represented, described and located in the collective imagination.
3
The Perception of Pain in Late Imperial China
Paolo Santangelo
T his chapter can only offer some hints on the cultural background and the perception of pain in Late Imperial China, and will limit its scope to an analysis of the main terms used for physical suffering and pain, presenting some examples in order to better understand how pain is represented, described and located in the collective imagination.
1 It will clearly appear that physical pain was understood not only as a physical phenomenon, but also as involving the whole body-mind-heart system. Moral suffering was also related to the body. Cognitive factors involved the roles of values in the emotional process and in the evaluation and perception of bodily sensations. This meant that psychological and cultural factors were fundamental even in physical perceptions. Thus, the specific characters of a culture -intellectual means, categories, symbols, imagery and so on -concurred with the representation and the consciousness of pain.
Pleasures of life, as well as suf fering, experiences of pain and illness, and even death are objects of different representations in different cultures. Understanding sensations means understanding the most essential reactions of our beings, reflecting on human perceptions of pleasure and pain, and re-creating new images of the self. What I intend to take into consideration is the idea of a continuous interaction between emotions and sensations, which occupied writers and thinkers of different cultures.
All physical per ceptions are not just 'objective' or 'mechanical' reactions of the human body or its parts; the perception of bodily sensations is deeply influenced by the cultural context. 2 This phenomenon is evident in many physical reactions, from sexual arousal to other physical perceptions, and sensibility can be more or less activated according to personal disposition, emotional mood, habits and cultural tendencies.
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From ou r own experience we learn that even a sensation like pain has different meanings in different contexts and cultures. 3 Thus, it is reasonable to assume that physical states have a psychological aspect, while psychical moods are both influenced by health, hormonal conditions and physical sensations, and have an influence on the body's conditions. 4 This is valid for all sens ations, including pain and physical suffering: aches, chills and fever, nausea, dizziness, extreme fatigue and insomnia, bodily degradation and physical restriction in illness, ageing and agonizing pain are all conditions that ar e endured by the subject and cannot b e shared or easily communicated. But they are often connected to and can give rise to feelings of d epression and sadness. In any case, the representation of these states in fiction and reports resort to different rhetorical devices, and, moreover, evidence the need of sublimation or mythical explanation, the strategies people use to construct a sense of order and meaning from chaos and disintegration.
5 These seem to be universal features that can also be found in the representations of pain in Chinese culture.
This close interconnection is constantly confirmed both by the stress of psychological elements in physical states and by health conditions in psychical moods and physical sensations, or by the well-known phenomenon of somatisation, such as chest pain or fatigue, which may reflect specific cultural constructions of the individual, who reacts differently according to her social background. 6 This close relation is evident in an almost universal phenomenon, which is also evident in Chinese language, where terms originally used for physical reactions had their usage extended to the more symbolic meaning of the sentiments: the semantic ambiguity associates pain with the subjective-behavioural-emotional phenomenon of suffering by mingling both concepts.
The most common characters used to express such negative experience are significant: tong , 'painful'; ku , 'bitter', 'hardship', 'suffering', 'pain', 'cause somebody suffering', 'suffer from', 'be troubled by'; and their compounds, such as tongku , 'suffering', 'angui sh'. This interaction between the two phenomena of physical pain and moral pain is evident in the equivalents given by dictionaries. Even the physiological quality of pain, such as burning or stabbing, its intensity and its manifestation in time, are extended to express mental sufferings or emotional states. This semantic ambiguity metaphorically represents physical experiences through mental images. It appears under different perspectives and situations, as in the case of psychosomatic symptoms, suggesting that mental pain is felt concurrently with physical pain or is caused by it. Moreover, the perception of actual or threatened damage,
